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THE USE OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS
Introduction
The Use of Restorative Justice to Resolve Conflict in Schools
Schools today are increasingly interested in utilizing conflict resolution techniques that
can provide both a short-term solution and a long-term resolution that allows students and
schools to focus on more prevalent issues such as education, safety, and child development.
One technique that has proven useful is restorative justice practices. Restorative justice
“is a theory of justice that emphasizes repairing the harm caused or revealed by criminal
behavior. It is best accomplished through cooperative processes that include all stakeholders”
(Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005). Restorative justice include programs and outcomes that
include victim offender mediation, conferencing, circles, victim assistance, ex-offender
assistance, restitution, and community service characterized by key values of encounter, amends,
reintegration, and inclusion.
Under restorative justice techniques, the goal is to have the victim come together with the
perpetrator, giving the two an opportunity to work toward a solution that is meaningful and
satisfactory (Latimer, Dowden, & Muise 2005). Bearing in mind restorative justice is about
building bonds rather than just issuing punishments, it serves the goals of education by ensuring
that young people are given the chance to grow through their mistakes in some unique ways.
Restorative justice also provides an opportunity for the victim to face the offender and place a
level of empathy and accountability on the offender. With restorative justice practices offering
proven results, more educators have and are adopting the approach of restorative practices with
varying degrees of success.
With that being said, this literature review is intended to show how implementing
restorative justice in elementary school system can serve as an effective tool in helping to reduce

2

THE USE OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS
school suspensions, school conflicts, bullying, and misbehavior. Implementing restorative
justice will also promote personal accountability, responsibility, and peaceful resolution through
the use of mediation, peace circles, family and community involvement and restitution.
This literature review also comes with a workshop component that will be instrumental
in providing the tools that school administrators will need in the implementation of restorative
practices. This workshop will extend into a seven (7) hour day circumferencing topics of what is
restorative justice, why should elementary schools use restorative practices, peacemaking circles,
challenges facing implementation, along with suggestions for implementing restorative practices
that include family and community.
Literature Review
Perhaps the first and most important question surrounding restorative justice is as follows
– what is it? Restorative justice is an approach that has grown significantly more in terms of
appeal for school administrators over time. While there is not a singular definition of restorative
justice that one can rely on, there are a few different authors who have written about the
approach. Johnstone and Van Ness (2007) write that restorative justice is a collaborative effort
to bring together people when a conflict takes place. Restorative practices are used in a number
of different situations, including when bullying is involved. These authors note that this approach
can be used both when there is a clear victim and when there is a situation where two people
appear to be equally at fault. At its core, this particular approach seeks to bring together the
involved individuals for understanding and in many cases, for exercises that will help to establish
a better rapport between persons. Strang and Braithwaite (2001) note that a major part of
restorative justice is the idea that both sides get to voice their concerns, specifically allowing the
victim to express the things that he or she is concerned about. They note that this is important for
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two critical reasons. First, it allows the victim in a given situation to feel as if they are
empowered with a voice. Second, it allows the person who is victimizing that individual an
opportunity to hear straight from the victim about how the incident made the victim feel. In this,
the authors show that the most important part of the restorative justice framework is that it helps
to foster understanding between two sides that might not have otherwise had an understanding
before.
This understanding is portrayed in the restorative justice model by Hopkins (2004) which
states that the restorative justice model is a focus on healing and understanding and less on
punishment. As Hopkins notes, restorative justice holds a degree of punishment, but more
emphasis should be placed on conflict management, re-culturing schools and providing more
training to teachers on restorative practices. By focusing on healing, the people who are in
charge of dealing with students can get to know the students and what they need without feeling
the significant pressure associated with being a disciplinarian. Bringing in a trained peer
mediator that students can trust will assist in this process.
Restorative justice frameworks have been utilized with success around the country for
more than two decades both within school systems and outside of it. Umbreit, Coates, and
Kalanj (1994) wrote at length about the benefits of bringing victims and offenders together when
both are juveniles. Their research suggested that when offenders and victims are brought
together for mediation after some crime has been committed such as bullying, victims are more
likely to feel fulfillment in the process, and offenders are less likely to offend in the future.
Brenda Morrison (2002) writes about the fact that both the bully and the bullied can go on to
experience effects that are adverse to the purposes of the educational system and make it more
difficult for school administrators to serve the people who are not a part of the bullying cycle.
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Morrison (2002) writes, “bullying at school causes enormous stress for many children and their
families, and has long-term effects” (p. 1). School bullying has been identified as a risk factor
associated with the antisocial and criminal behavior. Bullies are more likely to drop out of school
and to engage in delinquent and criminal behavior. The victims are more likely to have “higher
levels of stress, anxiety, depression and illness, and an increased tendency to suicide” (p. 1).
This framework makes clear that it is very important for both sides of the coin to be given
attention in the wake of some conflict in school. This, in turn, provides some basis for why
schools have begun to consider restorative justice as an important initiative going forward.
Use of Restorative Justice
As with any program, there is skepticism, but three main reasons schools are opting to
use restorative practices over traditional practices are as follow. First, restorative justice brings
about more satisfaction for all people involved in a conflict (Umbreit, Coates, and Kalanj, 1994;
Zehr, 2002; Gehm, 1998). Latimer, Dowden, and Muise (2005) found that people who had been
through these programs noted that they felt like their voice was heard, and they felt that they
were dealt with more fairly. Programs such as this are perhaps much more necessary in the k-12
school setting than perhaps anywhere else. Schools, as opposed to criminal justice institutions,
have a much higher responsibility to young people to make sure their voices are heard and
resolutions are reachable in order to help combat conflicts in hope of providing a safer learning
environment for all. After the conflict takes place, the school must continue to work with the
young person. With such a commitment, it will be beneficial for the school system to use an
approach in which the young person walks away feeling satisfied with how things were handled.
This makes it much easier for the school to get through to the young person moving forward.
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As Zehr and Meka (2003) note in their literature, perhaps schools should make this
choice thinking more about the victim than about the offender. This is because, with many
approaches to dealing with conflict, schools have not shown a willingness or an ability to reach
out to the person who was wronged in a given conflict. This means that when the school is done
dealing with the conflict, the wronged person still does not feel as if they were heard, and they
will often walk away thinking that the school has some duty bigger than the one to them. As
schools have become more cognizant of their obligation to students, they have attempted to use
approaches that lead to more satisfaction, especially among perceived victims.
Second reason schools are opting to use restorative practices over traditional practices is
that they are instrumental in helping students not only understand their crimes but also aid in the
success of students completing various punishments agendas set for them (Teasley,2014).
Recent research such as that conducted by the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority has
suggested that schools and criminal justice organizations have significantly more success with
their programs when offenders are engaged in the process (Burke, 2013). For schools, to get
students who are involved in a conflict to follow through with whatever instructions they are
given, there needs to be more active engagement (Vaandering, 2014). For instance, if the school
would like for two students to follow through on a conflict resolution exercise, then that school
has an active interest in ensuring that the two students are engaged in whatever process the
school is doing. Many schools have found that by using restorative justice practices, they are
ensuring that their students are learning the impact of their crime while gaining a sense of
empathy and accountability. Just as the criminal justice system reports that offenders are more
likely to follow through on their programs when restorative justice is used, schools are finding
that when proper restorative protocols are utilized, they get better results and more ability of the

6

THE USE OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS
students to complete their tasks (Xanthe, 2006, p. 021). These practices, when not properly
implemented, can also serve as a problem in schools considering some offenders will be
reluctant to participate in certain forms of punishment. However, keep in mind that any
framework that can be used to increase the compliance of students is something that all schools
is more interested in today.
Last, research published in the Journal of Law and Education states that using restorative
practices in schools show a reduction in school absences, school tardiness, office referrals, and
out of school suspensions (p. 333). Further research has also shown that over the long term,
restorative justice frameworks help to not only resolve conflict in the interim but also lead to less
conflict in the future. The goal of restorative justice programs in schools, it seems, is not just to
resolve an instant conflict, but rather, to give students the tools that they need in order to have
long-term success in this realm. When students are taught meaningful tools such as building
meaningful relationships, they often succeed in the long term in resolving their own conflict
rather than having to be walked through the process by a teacher at every turn. Sherman and
Strang (2007) state, “some programs have used restorative principles for responding to conflicts
in a non-violent manner, but without the intervention of a restorative justice facilitator. Instead,
students are taught in advance how to deal with any conflicts they may have in future” (p. 53).
Such competencies taught to students is a particularly strong incentive for many schools today
because those schools do not have the active resources to be involved in the constant process of
dispute and conflict resolution. Rather, schools need to come up with protocols that can allow
for easy resolution overall and a clearer understanding as to why conflicts arise and what can be
done to lessen them.
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Cultural understanding
Van Ness (2013) writes about one of the most important elements of restorative justice
which is to build cultural understanding. As he notes, understanding, in general, is very
important when seeking to resolve a conflict. Cultural understanding can also be important,
especially in schools where there is significant racial or ethnic diversity. Just as schools face
many different problems, so does children. Children have conflicts for a host of reasons,
including the pressures of school, problems at home, and the general difficulties associated with
growing up (Sellman, Cremin, and McCluskey 2013). Not all problems are related to culture,
race, or creed, but many of them come because students do not understand the challenges faced
by another student. With this in mind, restorative justice has the ability to not only resolve the
instant conflict but to provide students with a toolkit of understanding. Even more-so, students
will have the tools that they need to understand the diversity of another student.
There are many different ways that this can happen from a practical standpoint. For one,
schools can help students engage in information and perspective-sharing exercises wherein they
attempt to see the other student through their lens. Green (2009) confirms that this is one of the
best ways to end some specific conflicts, and perhaps more importantly, to make the school a
safer, less hostile place overall. Not only are conflicts averted with this strategy, but students of
all creeds and colors will feel more comfortable coming to school in the future. As the author
notes, this represents a major win on a number of different levels for the administrators who are
trying to operate schools in an efficient manner.
Restorative Approaches
Keeping in mind that restorative justice is a process of repairing harm that has been done
based off of the crime or behavior that has been committed, there are many different practices
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within the restorative justice framework that could be deemed “punishments.” Even though
these are less punitive than some of the more traditional means of punishing young people, they
are considered punishments in schools today. While these are not applied uniformly across
schools, and there are some prevailing issues on who gets chosen for these punishments as
opposed to traditional punishments, they do represent the new means of disciplining children
who have gotten into conflicts in schools. As Payne and Welch (2015) write in their work, three
of the most popular means of discipline in a restorative justice approach are mediation,
restitution, and community service. These can be contrasted with the punitive measures that
have long been staples of schools, including things like corporal punishment, suspension,
detention, and even expulsion.
Mediation
Mediation is an alternative means to dispute resolution that started to appear in the 1960s
in various forms. Mediation did not receive national attention until 1984 by the National
Association for Mediation in Education. Mediation involves a neutral third person, called a
mediator, with the agreement of all parties, will assist in resolving the problems in a risk-free
way. The way mediation is being used in schools is by training students to resolve disputes
amongst their peers. The students learn skills that are carried beyond the classroom in the homes
and community. The skills teach students how to listen effectively, summarize accurately, and
think critically. Skills are also developed on problem-solving, engaging in meaningful
discussions, planning, responsibilities and consequences along with empathy.
The training of mediators can be with a select few students or spread across the school
community. Mediation would be a process where a teacher, administrator, or another student
would require the two students in a conflict to sit down and talk about their concerns (Pavelka,
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2013). This would be very similar to mediation that is used in lawsuits which require the two
sides to hash out their issues; it provides one side with the capacity to air its concerns, and it
leads to a resolution that makes sense for both parties. In many cases, both parties have things
that they want in a given conflict, and both parties are typically more willing to bend than the
other party believes that they are. The goal of mediation, then, is to allow both to have a say in
how things are resolved in hopes of a peaceful resolution.
The results of such a program are tremendous. Lam (1988), Johnson, Johnson, and
Dudley, (1992) report a success rate of 58% to 93% in reaching a satisfying agreement for all
parties. The benefits of peer mediation is that it teaches students essential life skills, helps build
resolution of conflict collaboratively, deepens the education impact of schools by using
interpersonal skills as a teaching tool and having ownership of responsibilities. Mediation also
empowers students, increases self-esteem, and provides greater insight into misperception,
misunderstanding, and diversity. The added school benefit of mediation is the increase of
learning time it provides by reducing school suspensions, improving school climate, reducing
conflict tensions, promoting open communication and giving a sense of belonging, ownership,
and control over school life.
Restitution
Harper (2013) writes about restitution as one of the primary tools that can used when a
student has been wronged in a conflict. As he writes, restitution typically refers to monetary
restitution when something has been either damaged or stolen. In the school setting, restitution
can include various methods of conflict resolution. It could mean making right some other
wrong that has been done in the school setting. As many authors note, one of the critical things
about restitution is that it has to be event and person-specific. Because the ultimate goal of
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restitution is to make right what has been wronged, subsequently, a form of discipline must be
designed in such a way that the people involved have their needs met specifically.
Elliot and Gordon (2013) note that in the criminal justice system, restorative justice almost
always brings into play some restitution that offer a reprieve to the offender and community with
a requirement of a satisfactory resolution for the victim.
Community service
Generally speaking, people are asked to complete community service in order to give
back to a community that has been wronged. In the school setting, this community service gets a
bit more complicated, as Elliot and Gordon (2005) write. It can mean that a student has to spend
time cleaning something around the school or participate in some program that helps the school
or fellow students. As the authors note, there are some lines that can often get blurred between
this kind of punishment and detention but working over and through those barriers is critical for
the implementation of this kind of discipline at the end of the day. It makes sense as a restorative
tool in the school setting because it can help to demonstrate to a young person the value of doing
things that embolden the community rather than weaken the community. An additional method
to aid in the process of repairing harm and reducing school conflicts are peacemaking circles.
Peacemaking circles
Peacemaking circles was first resurrected in 1991 by Canadian communities. It had not
reached the United States until 1996 when a pilot program was introduced in Minnesota
(Bazemore & Umbreit, 2001). Since its implementation, it has been used for adults and juveniles
to address the criminal and delinquent behavior of offenders while considering the needs of the
victims, families, and communities. “The peacemaking circle process can serve as a method of
youth development, community organizing, emotional healing, conflict resolution, effective

11

THE USE OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS
communication, team building, collaboration, and organizational planning" (Boyes-Watson,
2005 , p. 193).
In context, peacemaking circles serve as a form of dispute resolution in many settings.
The structure of the circle allows for everyone to participate, to have an equal voice and provide
a variety of perspectives on an issue that requires full understanding of a problem. The circle is
overseen by a keeper that help form a committee. The circle committee can consist of the
victim, offender, facilitator, family and communication members such as police officers and
lawyers. These individuals will arrive at a consensus around the sentencing of all interested
parties that will include promoting healing, providing an opportunity for amends, a sense of
empowerment for the victim and ways of addressing the underlying problem in hopes of
preventing recurrences. It is good practice to start all peacemaking circles with an opening and
introduction continuing with a time for making connections before moving into identifying the
issue and seeking solutions. Similarly, the closing of the circle should end on a positive note like
when it opened. These practices are considered rituals of a peacemaking circle and are
comprised of four.
Peacemaking rituals
According to Watson (2005), the first ritual of a peacemaking circle is the opening and
closing in a good way. A good practice will be to use poems, music, a quotation, or just a
moment of silence. This is used to set the mood for the circle. The same is to be at the end of
the circle time to help the participants focus on the progress that was made. The second ritual is
the talking piece that is used in circles. The talking piece is used as a means to not only assure
that everyone has a voice, but also as a way to maintain the peace within the circle. Only the
individual holding the talking piece can talk without interruption, wisecracks, and domination
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from others that usually occurs when people are talking, and there is conflict. The item of choice
is normally passed clockwise, and an individual do have the option of passing the talking piece
along without talking. In reality, the talking piece creates an environment for listening and
patience, for one must actively wait to speak providing time to reflect on what is being said
before responding.
The third ritual is guidelines. In circles, guidelines are different that rules. Rules are
governed by an authority figure whereas guidelines require a consensus from all involved parties
on how they want to be treated by one another in the circle. The guidelines help foster a sense of
leadership and have to be practiced time after time keeping in mind that no one will get it right
the first time or the second time.
The last ritual is keepers. In circles, there are normally two keepers or facilitators that are
there solemnly to keep the peace and ensure that safety of the circle. The keepers are not
professionals. They are individuals who are familiar with the process of peace circles and the
value they possess. In circles, keepers are responsible for planning the circle, prepping
individuals for the circle, arranging the physical space, preparing an opening and closing,
selecting questions that will be used as well as welcoming the people, and sustaining the rituals
and tone during the circle. The keeper handles other duties of the circle as well such as when to
pass the talking piece or when to switch to a new topic. Keepers are not responsible for the
outcome of the circle nor to bring people to an agreement or solution. Although the role of the
keeper is extensive and requires time and dedication, they are essential to the process of the
circle in promoting respect and safety.
Circles are used to "promote trust and respect, to provide equal communication, support,
emotional healing, creativity and problem solving, along with a sense of shared purpose and
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unity" (Boyes-Watson, 2005, p. 200). Circles can be used as a problem-solving technique inside
the homes where households are not used to listening to one another and are accustomed to
screaming and yelling when communicating. It has been shown that using this practice in homes
creates a chance for adults to listen to youth, youth listens to adults, and adults listen to adults.
In essence, when families take advantage of circle use within the home, it promotes positive
interaction, problem-solving and effective communication.
Keep in mind that peacemaking circles cannot be used for every crime or behavior.
Circles should be used primarily for first offense and minor crime cases. Circles should be used
based on the victim’s input, the offender's character personality, and sincerity. While circles
do not work on every occasion, studies have shown that circles create a level of empowerment, a
community sharing of responsibilities for the outcomes, a creation of meaningful relationships
along with empathy, responsibility, and accountability but they are not always accepted and are
at times costly to implement.
Implementation
Cost of Implementation
Johnson and Johnson (2012) write at length about the problems of cost in implementing
these programs. As noted, restorative justice programs can be more costly to implement because
some of the exercises require more oversight and monitoring (Hopkins, 2012). It is very easy to
suspend a child from school. That child will not come to school, and he will be left on his own
all day. This costs the school nothing, and in some cases – as when the child is one who receives
a free school lunch – the school will save money by having to service one less student for a given
day. Because restorative justice models require more participation, they can be more costly from
a financial perspective. Likewise, in schools where these models are implemented, it is often
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necessary to hire additional and qualified staff. This puts staffing pressure on these schools
during a time in which schools can scarcely run off existing budgets. As Vaandering (2014)
writes, many teachers are not trained on how to use these programs, which means that they will
require additional training. Unfortunately, many colleges do not offer a curriculum that will train
current students and professors on proper restorative practices nor its proper implementation that
will be essential for future educators .
Cowie (2013) writes about how these approaches are designed to be more effective in
schools, but schools create unique problems that are not necessarily present in other settings. For
instance, as the author writes, one of the unique issues in schools is that there is often not a clear
victim and a clear offender. In the criminal justice context, it is often quite easy to see who is at
fault, and thus, it is very easy to know who needs to pay restitution or who needs to be heard
from in a setting where mediation is possible. In a school, these things are significantly less
clear, and there is often multiple lines of fault making things as difficult as possible. This does
not have to be a problem, of course. Because the restorative justice model implicates an
arrangement where it is possible for both sides to be valued and both sides to be heard, it is
possible for this model to deal well with situations that have a lot of ambiguities. However, it is
clear that this approach is less straight-forward than in the criminal justice context, and because it
is not as straight forward, many schools are not necessarily willing to go forward with
implementation today.
Objection to Implementation
Sellman, Cremin, and McCluskey (2013) note that while it may seem obvious that these
approaches should be used in schools, there are a number of reasons why many schools choose
not to implement them. Many schools, the authors note, choose to go with old arrangements
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because the barriers to implementation for new systems are simply too costly (Vandeering,
2014). At the end of the day, these new systems require a tremendous dedication to the new
approach, and in some schools, they are not as well-received by students as administrators would
like for them to be. Sellman, Cremin, and McCluskey (2013) write specifically that these
programs are not nearly as effective for young people who might be described as “at-risk.”
While the effects of these programs have been notably strong on students who come from
wealthier backgrounds, the effects for students from low-income backgrounds have been worse.
They are still more effective than traditional methods, of course, but the gains are not great
enough for some schools to justify the difficulty of implementation (Green, 2009). This is
difficult, of course, because there is more likely to be conflict in a school full of students who
come from less than favorable backgrounds, creating a difficult catch-22 where the only schools
willing to implement these programs are the schools in which the programs are needed the least.
Implementation structure
Gesualdi (2001) write that another central problem of implementation facing the systems
has to do with structure. Overall, there is a structural issue that keeps restorative justice from
being a full hit in schools. Schools are based around being rigid. The lines are well-drawn, and
they must be so that students know the expectations. However, restorative justice does not allow
for this arrangement. It allows for more areas of gray to emerge, which makes these systems
much better at resolving conflict in a powerful way. However, many school administrators see
this as adding too much uncertainty to the school environment during a time in which certainty is
a virtue in schools. For example, school administrators professionalize and problematize
behavior problems through hierarchical interference by encouraging or requiring teachers to send
students who are creating problems or being disrespectful to an administrator and by making
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more serious problems out of issues that can be handled in the classroom. By allowing teachers
and students to handle nonviolent problems in the classroom helps the students build skills on
conflict resolution and participate in creating a more sustainable democratic society.
Furthermore, to help in the process of resolving conflict, teachers can build on their
competencies by building relationships with students and their families, by changing the learning
pedagogy from traditional to discursive using a more interactive environment, also by shadowing
other teachers that are better skilled at solving or diffusing classroom conflicts, and by avoiding
giving students labels that tend to follow the child for long periods of time. Brewery (2004)
reported that when teachers engage in restorative conversations with the student, the teacher
learns to respect the dignity of the student, and more positive outcomes are sought. Similar to
teachers, students play a vital role in creating peace in schools and being peaceful citizens. Often
adults solve behavior problems for children, robbing them of the opportunity to learn valuable
skills for living in peaceful relationships.
Conclusion
Ultimately restorative justice is something that has an opportunity to change schools for
the better over the long term. Implementing restorative practices is being considered by schools
because not only has this method been proven over time and backed by research to show a
decrease in school conflict and crime, it is proven to promote a peaceful and safer environment.
Keep in mind that restorative practices require strong leadership, vision, and empowerment
amongst all school personnel with an inclusion of family and community. However, this
approach has shown some difficulty in terms of implementation and with cost. Unfortunately,
many schools do not have the resources or the expertise to either put it into place or manage the
frameworks once established. It appears, however, that because of the positives that restorative
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practices create such as a decrease in disciplinary infractions, an increase in attendance, and the
tools to build meaningful relationships; the implementation of restorative practices outweigh the
costs leaving schools with a willingness to leap into uncertainty in order to derive at the benefits.
Many of the schools that have implemented these sorts of programs have noted that one
of the top surprises in implementing the programs has been the ways in which restorative justice
helps to empower and involve families in the schooling and discipline process (Pavelka, 2013).
One of the critical issues with traditional punishment is that it divorces parents from the
discipline of the child. With restorative justice, it is possible, and, in fact, necessary, to create an
arrangement where young people are being asked to answer to their parents. Quite often, one of
the aims of the restorative discipline system is to get parents to sign off on whatever is being
done. Not only are parents involved, but they are made to be a sort of accountability partner for
the young person, ensuring that the young person completes whatever kind of exercise he or she
is given in order to resolve conflict. Cavanagh, Vigil, and Garcia (2014) write that parents can
play a critical role, especially among Latino students, who tend to have a strong connection to
family and a less stronger connection to school administrators. Research supports by adding
another positive influence and force for behavioral management, it is possible to create a
situation where the young person is having his or her parents reinforce the messages sent by
teachers and administrators perhaps one of the best ways to ensure long-term behavioral change
among young people.
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